MR.   CHURCHILL             1896

The endless cycle of the War Office consigned them
to the East. But before his troopship sailed, he had
a delicious interlude of life in London with his
mother, of polo at Hurlingham and Ranelagh,, of the
Season when it was still a brilliant reality rather than
a delusion fostered by West End tradesmen for the
benefit of unfashionable debutantes* He looked back
on it from later years as ** almost the only idle spell
I have ever had "; and the London Season of 1896
lived in his memory as something incomparably
brilliant and exclusive. Perhaps it was not quite so
exclusive as it seemed to an eager subaltern that
summer. For the consummate English system
assimilates new elements so swiftly that they are soon
indistinguishable from the old* True, the historic
families whose names recur in Cabinets and on race-
cards were there* But so were the additions which
they had received from West Indian plantation
fortunes and the wealthy Nabobs of British India.
Coal and iron had arrived; nor was liquid refresh-
ment unrepresented- American duchesses were not
unknown. But that would hardly alarm this cadet
of a noble house, who was half American himself*

At any rate, he thoroughly enjoyed himself, dined
out extensively, played a great deal of polo, and was
asked to week-end parties honoured by the presence
of Albert Edward, Prince of Wales. Indeed, his
constitutional unpunctuality earned a royal rebuke*
presently effaced by royal affability. Not that
he neglected his opportunities* since he corneted
a distinguished soldier one Sunday morobg at a
country house and extracted something 10 the nature
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